that the risks of dissemination and, eventually, that outbreaks are a tangible reality would be naive, reckless and, to some degree, irresponsible" 9 .
The detection of the first case of WNF in Brazil may have distinct epidemiological meaning expressed by the assumptions that the encephalitis surveillance system was able to detect: (1) the initial phase of an outbreak or an epidemic of WNF in the State of Piauí; (2) a case of an already endemic disease at low levels that so far had an unknown occurrence or was undetected in the region or in the country or (3) a sporadic case that emerged under exceptional circumstances that is so far unexplained.
The capacity of Brazilian biomes to provide an ecological niche conducive to the spread of WNV remains enigmatic. To date, there have been no other cases with a confirmed diagnosis of WNF in the country. The team involved in the surveillance of viral encephalitis in Teresina is advocating the hypothesis of a silent endemic (at low levels) of WNF in Piauí and, perhaps, in Brazil. The manifestations of encephalitis caused by various viruses (and even by non-viral agents) have a significant amount of coincident signs and symptoms. The low specificity of clinical, cerebrospinal fluid data, radiological and electroencephalographic "patterns" of WNV encephalitis hinders its recognition. Thus, the reporting of suspected cases, which is an essential step for the national reference laboratories to perform specific diagnostic tests, is fairly limited. The classical assumption of the herpetic nature of viral encephalitis, the lack of specific therapies against most viruses and the lack of diagnostic methods in most Brazilian hospitals are factors that combined lead to the non-recognition of the etiologic agents involved in central nervous system infections. These assertions may indicate that other cases of WNV encephalitis may have occurred without clinical recognition (which is admittedly difficult) of the disease and without performing the tests necessary for an etiological diagnosis. Brazilian clinicians, researchers and epidemiologists have a challenge ahead, given that the clarification of the current status of WNV circulation does have an epidemiological relevance to Teresina municipality, for Piauí State and to Brazil. Correspondence to: Marcelo A.C.S. VIEIRA Funding: This research received no grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.
